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Delbert 
CARL KOBERNIK 
The Pike family lived beyond us, up the road a mile or so on the Yaples 
place just beyond the Kunkel farm. They came from nowhere. One day they 
were simply there. They had no connection to the community that I know of, 
and I have no idea where they came from. I don't suppose they would have 
been categorized as drifters, but they were certainly members of the lower 
socio-economic strata, in today's parlance, staying for a while wherever the 
rent was cheap and probably where work was available. Not that we were 
shining examples of prosperity and stability. My family had also moved 
frequently, dragging our belongings from one hard-scrabble farm to another 
in search of our fortune, since leaving Detroit. Now we had a place of our 
own, and although relative newcomers--we had lived there six or eight 
years--we considered ourselves a stable part of a stable community. 
The Pikes had at least five children of varying ages, down to Delbert, the 
youngest, a boy of maybe five or six. When they moved to the 
neighborhood, that one family must have increased the enrollment in the 
local country school by some twenty-five or thirty percent, but their 
attendance was poor, especially in winter, since the road was not plowed 
from the Kunkel farm to a quarter mile past us toward school. No one lived 
on that segment, and the county saw no reason for keeping it open from 
town beyond the Kunkel farm. 
Our place was on a hill, or rather on the northwest slope of an irregular 
hogback running north and south. To the north and northwest, the 
community, dotted with farms, fields, swamps, and woods, lay spread out 
for several miles before us. Directly to the west, about a mile away, the 
expanse of Lake Charlevoix began. In the summer it shone a brilliant blue 
under a clear sky, but in the fall it was frequently a sullen grey when clouds 
hung heavy in the sky. Winter brought a silent, white plain covered with 
snow. 
The farmstead--indeed, the entire hogback--had a spectacular vantage 
point. With its sweeping, commanding view of the plain and the lake 
beyond, it could have been the site of a castle in the Middle Ages. But the 
U.S. in the third decade of the twentieth century had no use for castles, and 
of course there were none. There were only fields, fences, pastures, 
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c r o p l a n d  a n d  w o o d s .  W e  d i d  h a v e  t h e  e n t i r e  p a n o r a m a  s p r e a d  o u t  b e f o r e  
u s  e v e r y  t i m e  w e  s t e p p e d  o u t  o f  t h e  h o u s e  o r  p a u s e d  i n  o u r  w o r k  i n  t h e  
f i e l d s ,  w h i c h  f a c e d  m o s t l y  w e s t .  I t  n e v e r  o c c u r r e d  t o  m e  t h a t  i t  w a s  
s o m e t h i n g  s p e c i a l ,  s o m e t h i n g  w h i c h  f e w  p e o p l e  h a v e  t h e  p r i v i l e g e  o f  e v e r  
s e e i n g ,  l e t  a l o n e  e n j o y i n g  e v e r y  d a y  o f  t h e  y e a r .  T h a t  w a s  s i m p l y  a  p a r t  o f  
o u r  l i v e s ,  p a r t  o f  t h e  w a y  t h i n g s  w e r e .  
W e  c o u l d  s e e  t h e  s c h o o l  f r o m  t h e  h o u s e ,  a l t h o u g h  i t  l a y  a b o u t  a  m i l e  
a n d  a  h a l f  a w a y  t o  t h e  n o r t h w e s t  a c r o s s  t h e  l o w ,  f l a t  p l a i n  a n d  u p  a  l i t t l e  
r i s e .  J u s t  b e h i n d  t h e  s c h o o l ,  h i d d e n  b e h i n d  t h e  t r e e s  a n d  d o w n  a  l i t t l e  
s l o p e ,  l a y  t h e  v i l l a g e  w i t h  a  f e w  w h i t e  h o u s e s ,  t h e  t o w n  h a l l ,  t h e  s t o r e ,  a n d  
t h e  R e d  F o x  I n n ,  w h e r e  w e  s o m e t i m e s  s o l d  f r e s h ,  d r e s s e d  f r y e r s  f o r  t h e  
e n j o y m e n t  o f  t h e  s u m m e r  p e o p l e .  
T h e  s n o w  u s u a l l y  c a m e  t o  s t a y  i n  e a r l y  D e c e m b e r ,  t h o u g h  s o m e t i m e s  a s  
e a r l y  a s  T h a n k s g i v i n g ,  a n d  a l l  w i n t e r  l o n g  i t  c o v e r e d  t h e  g r o u n d ,  b u i l d i n g  u p  
w h e n  t h e r e  w a s  a  s n o w f a l l  o r  b l i z z a r d ,  m e l t i n g  d o w n  a  l i t t l e  w h e n  t h e r e  w e r e  
a  f e w  w a r m  d a y s ,  b u t  g r a d u a l l y  g e t t i n g  d e e p e r  a n d  d e e p e r .  T h e  b a n k s  
a l o n g  t h e  r o a d s  g r e w  h i g h e r  a n d  h i g h e r  f r o m  t h e  s n o w  p l o w s ,  a n d  o n  t h e  
l e s s  t r a v e l e d  r o a d s  a  t h i c k  a c c u m u l a t i o n  o f  p a c k e d  s n o w  b u i l t  u p  o n  t h e  
d r i v i n g  s u r f a c e .  
T h r o u g h  t h i s  n a t u r a l  o b s t a c l e ,  t h e  P i k e  c h i l d r e n  s t r u g g l e d ,  m o r n i n g  a n d  
e v e n i n g ,  w h e n e v e r  t h e y  c a m e  t o  s c h o o l .  I t  i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  t h e i r  
a t t e n d a n c e  w a s  r a t h e r  e r r a t i c .  M y  b r o t h e r  a n d  I  h a d  i t  e a s y  i n  c o n t r a s t .  W e  
s k i e d  d o w n  t h e  h i l l  t o w a r d  t h e  s w a m p ,  t h e n  c r o s s - c o u n t r i e d  t o  t h e  p l o w e d  
r o a d ,  s t u c k  o u r  s k i s  i n  t h e  s n o w b a n k ,  a n d  w a l k e d  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  w a y  o n  t h e  
h a r d  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  p l o w e d  r o a d .  
A l l  w i n t e r  l o n g  t h e  w o r l d  l a y  s l e e p i n g  u n d e r  i t s  b l a n k e t  o f  s n o w ,  u n t i l  o n e  
d a y ,  p e r h a p s  i n  M a r c h  o r  e a r l y  A p r i l ,  w h e n  a  w a r m  s p e l l  w o u l d  s e t  i n .  U n d e r  
a  b r i g h t  b l u e  s k y ,  t h e  t e m p e r a t u r e  b e g a n  t o  c l i m b  a n d  t h e  s n o w  b e g a n  t o  
m e l t ,  t u r n i n g  s o f t  a n d  m u s h y ,  a n d  w a t e r  f r o m  t h e  m e l t i n g  s n o w  f o r m e d  l i t t l e  
r i v u l e t s  w h i c h  t h r e a t e n e d  t o  w a s h  a w a y  o u r  s l o p i n g  y a r d  a s  t h e y  t u m b l e d  
h e a d l o n g  s e e k i n g  t h e  l e v e l  o f  t h e  p l a i n .  T h e  p a c k e d  s n o w  o n  t h e  l e s s -
t r a v e l e d  r o a d s  s o f t e n e d  u n t i l  t h e  c a r s  s a n k  i n  t o  t h e i r  h u b c a p s  i n  t h e  s l u s h  
a n d  m u d  a s  t h e i r  o c c u p a n t s  t r i e d ,  s o m e t i m e s  i n  v a i n ,  t o  c a r r y  o u t  n e c e s s a r y  
e r r a n d s .  T h e n ,  w h e n  t h e  t e m p e r a t u r e  d r o p p e d  a g a i n  a t  n i g h t ,  t h o s e  s l u s h y  
r u t s  w e r e  f r o z e n  i n t o  i c e  c h a n n e l s ,  w h i c h  m e a n t  t h a t  a  p e r s o n  d i d n ' t  r e a l l y  
d r i v e  a  c a r  b u t  m e r e l y  a l l o w e d  i t  t o  l u r c h  a l o n g ,  t h r o w i n g  i t s  o c c u p a n t s  f r o m  
s i d e  t o  s i d e ,  s t u c k  a s  i t  w a s  i n  t h e  w e a v i n g  r u t s .  O u t  o n  t h e  b l a c k t o p ,  p a t -
c h e s  o f  b l a c k  b e g a n  t o  s h o w  u p  h e r e  a n d  t h e r e ,  i n c r e a s i n g  u n d e r  t h e  h e a t  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w ·  4 8  
of the bright sun, while puddles formed in the low spots along the banks. 
No matter how long the winter, spring always came, and there were 
always a few days of indescribable beauty, when all of nature seemed to be 
straining to break out of the bondage of winter. The promise of a new 
season, of life, of plenty, of fruitfulness hung in the air. When we went 
outside, we soaked up the warmth of the sun, leaving our jackets inside and 
wearing only our caps and mittens to keep our hands warm for throwing 
snowballs. 
It was on such a day that the fourteen or sixteen of us were sitting at our 
desks at school. Understandably, our minds were hardly on our lessons. 
The promise of spring penetrated into the school, and all we had to do was 
glance out of the windows to become aware of what awaited us. Our minds 
were on freedom, play, and fun. Ever so slowly the hands of the clock crept 
toward the magic hour. 
The little kids, third grade and under, were released at two-thirty, which 
was also the recess break for the big kids, who, afterward, were obliged to 
continue their servitude until four. Since I was one of the little kids, I was 
part of the motley group that set out at two-thirty heading east along the 
road for freedom and home. There were perhaps half a dozen of us, 
including Delbert, one or two of his sisters, and some of the younger 
children from the neighboring farms. 
We started on our way in a perfectly normal fashion, dawdling as we 
went, splashing in the puddles, chattering, laughing, enjoying the warmth 
and sunshine. There was not much traffic in those years, especially along 
the country roads, so we made no particular effort to maintain a tight-knit 
group on one side of the road or the other. Instead, we straggled all over 
the road, splashing along wherever the puddles were deepest or wherever 
the walking seemed best in our fancy. 
We were in front of the church, perhaps a quarter mile from the school, 
when we heard the car. We scattered to the shoulders where we climbed 
the snowbanks, some of us on one side, some on the other. The Pike 
sisters were with me, and Delbert and some other children were on the 
opposite side. As the 1934 Ford panel truck sped toward us, Delbert's sister 
shouted: "Delbert! Over here! Come over here! Quick! Run!" The children 
with Delbert, on the other hand, shouted: "No! Stay here! Stay here, 
Delbert!" Then, at the last instant, when the car was almost upon us, he 
started his dash across the road to safety with his sister. 
There was a sickening, dull thud as the car hit Delbert and sent him 
49 • Grand Valley Review 
spinning crazil) 
by a careless c 
man making hi 
who lived fart~ 
leaped out, pi 
between the b 
town and the d 
The shock c 
dropped whate 
the time the te 
to the scene, tl 
There was 
telephone, no1 
between our pi 
take the childrE 
town and then 
we did what w 
walked home. 
parents, therel 
their parents tt 
The funeral 
which Delbert 
brother and fi\ 
carried the pi< 
placed for the 
the still, pale fc 
None of w 
cemetery, a h< 
It is more likel) 
talk of a previ 
years before. 
that Delbert st 
Slowly the 
sun. Spring s 
became winte1 
The Pike fami 
to continue i1 
member of thE 
g  t h e  b a n k s .  
: m d  t h e r e  w e r e  
e  s e e m e d  t o  b e  
m i s e  o f  a  n e w  
W h e n  w e  w e n t  
; k e t s  i n s i d e  a n d  
r m  f o r  t h r o w i n g  
~re s i t t i n g  a t  o u r  
J n  o u r  l e s s o n s .  
!  h a d  t o  d o  w a s  
j  u s .  O u r  m i n d s  
f  t h e  c l o c k  c r e p t  
w e - t h i r t y ,  w h i c h  
w e r e  o b l i g e d  t o  
i t t l e  k i d s ,  I  w a s  
e a s t  a l o n g  t h e  
1  d o z e n  o f  u s ,  
J f  t h e  y o u n g e r  
l a w d l i n g  a s  w e  
i n g  t h e  w a r m t h  
t s p e c i a l l y  a l o n g  
t a i n  a  t i g h t - k n i t  
· a g g l e d  a l l  o v e r  
~st o r  w h e r e v e r  
· o m  t h e  s c h o o l ,  
a r e  w e  c l i m b e d  
~ther. T h e  P i k e  
' n  w e r e  o n  t h e  
D e l b e r t ' s  s i s t e r  
1 ! "  T h e  c h i l d r e n  
r e !  S t a y  h e r e ,  
s t  u p o n  u s ,  h e  
t  a n d  s e n t  h i m  
s p i n n i n g  c r a z i l y  a l o n g  t h e  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  r o a d  l i k e  a  R a g g e d y  A n n  d o l l  f l u n g  
b y  a  c a r e l e s s  c h i l d .  T h e  c a r  s t o p p e d  i m m e d i a t e l y ,  a n d  t h e  d r i v e r ,  a  y o u n g  
m a n  m a k i n g  h i s  a f t e r n o o n  r u n  t o  t o w n  t o  p i c k  u p  t h e  h i g h  s c h o o l  s t u d e n t s  
w h o  l i v e d  f a r t h e r  o u t  b y  t h e  U n d i n e  s c h o o l  ( t h e r e  w e r e  n o  b u s s e s  t h e n ) ,  
l e a p e d  o u t ,  p i c k e d  u p  D e l b e r t ,  l a i d  h i m  i n  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e  p a n e l  t r u c k  
b e t w e e n  t h e  b e n c h e s  w h e r e  t h e  s t u d e n t s  o r d i n a r i l y  s a t ,  a n d  s p e d  o f f  f o r  
t o w n  a n d  t h e  d o c t o r .  
T h e  s h o c k  o f  w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d  i m m o b i l i z e d  u s  f o r  a n  i n s t a n t .  T h e n  w e  
d r o p p e d  w h a t e v e r  w e  w e r e  c a r r y i n g  a n d  r a n  s c r e a m i n g  b a c k  t o  s c h o o l .  B y  
t h e  t i m e  t h e  t e a c h e r  u n d e r s t o o d  w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d  a n d  h a d  a l s o  h u r r i e d  
t o  t h e  s c e n e ,  t h e  p a n e l  t r u c k  w i t h  D e l b e r t  i n  i t  w a s  w e l l  o n  i t s  w a y  t o  t o w n .  
T h e r e  w a s  n o t h i n g  e l s e  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  d o n e .  T h e  s c h o o l  h a d  n o  
t e l e p h o n e ,  n o r  d i d  t h e  P i k e  f a m i l y ,  I  s u p p o s e .  T h e  m i l e  a n d  a  q u a r t e r  
b e t w e e n  o u r  p l a c e  a n d  t h e  P i k e s '  w a s  n o t  y e t  o p e n ,  s o  t h e  t e a c h e r  c o u l d n ' t  
t a k e  t h e  c h i l d r e n  h o m e  e v e n  i f  s h e  w a n t e d  t o  u n l e s s  s h e  w e n t  a l l  t h e  w a y  t o  
t o w n  a n d  t h e n  b a c k t r a c k e d  o n  t h e  o l d  r o a d .  A f t e r  w e  c a l m e d  d o w n  a g a i n ,  
w e  d i d  w h a t  w e  d i d  o n  a n y  o t h e r  d a y :  W e  g a t h e r e d  u p  o u r  b e l o n g i n g s  a n d  
w a l k e d  h o m e .  P e r h a p s  s o m e o n e  h a d  c o m e  o u t  f r o m  t o w n  t o  i n f o r m  t h e  
p a r e n t s ,  t h e r e b y  s p a r i n g  t h e  P i k e  c h i l d r e n  t h e  a w f u l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  t e l l i n g  
t h e i r  p a r e n t s  t h a t  D e l b e r t  h a d  b e e n  s t r u c k  b y  a  c a r .  
T h e  f u n e r a l  w a s  h e l d  a  f e w  d a y s  l a t e r  i n  t h e  l i t t l e  w h i t e  c h u r c h  i n  f r o n t  o f  
w h i c h  D e l b e r t  h a d  b e e n  s t r u c k .  M o s t  o f  h i s  s c h o o l m a t e s  a t t e n d e d .  M y  o l d e r  
b r o t h e r  a n d  f i v e  o f  t h e  o l d e r  b o y s  f r o m  s c h o o l  a c t e d  a s  p a l l b e a r e r s .  T h e y  
c a r r i e d  t h e  p l a i n ,  w h i t e  c o f f i n  i n  t o  t h e  f r o n t  o f  t h e  c h u r c h ,  w h e r e  i t  w a s  
p l a c e d  f o r  t h e  s e r v i c e .  A f t e r  w e  h a d  a l l  f i l e d  p a s t  t h e  c o f f i n  a n d  l o o k e d  u p o n  
t h e  s t i l l ,  p a l e  f o r m  o f  D e l b e r t  f o r  t h e  l a s t  t i m e ,  t h e y  a g a i n  c a r r i e d  i t  o u t .  
N o n e  o f  u s  a t t e n d e d  t h e  b u r i a l .  I t  m a y  h a v e  t a k e n  p l a c e  a t  t h e  D y e r  
c e m e t e r y ,  a  h a l f  m i l e  f r o m  o u r  p l a c e  a n d  j u s t  u p  t h e  h i l l  f r o m  t h e  D y e r  f a r m .  
I t  i s  m o r e  l i k e l y ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  i t  w a s  a t  s o m e  o t h e r  c e m e t e r y ,  f o r  t h e r e  w a s  
t a l k  o f  a  p r e v i o u s  t r a g e d y  i n  t h e  f a m i l y ,  t h e  d e a t h  o f  a n o t h e r  c h i l d  s o m e  
y e a r s  b e f o r e .  I f  t h a t  w a s  i n d e e d  t h e  c a s e ,  t h e  f a m i l y  n o  d o u b t  f e l t  i t  f i t t i n g  
t h a t  D e l b e r t  s h o u l d  l i e  n e x t  t o  h i s  b r o t h e r  o r  s i s t e r  t o  s l u m b e r  f o r  a l l  e t e r n i t y .  
S l o w l y  t h e  b r o w n  p a t c h e s  o n  t h e  s l o p e s  g r e w  u n d e r  t h e  w a r m t h  o f  t h e  
s u n .  S p r i n g  s l o w l y  b e c a m e  s u m m e r ,  s u m m e r  b e c a m e  a u t u m n ,  a u t u m n  
b e c a m e  w i n t e r ,  a n d  w i n t e r  a g a i n  b e c a m e  s p r i n g  w i t h  i t s  p r o m i s e  o f  n e w  l i f e .  
T h e  P i k e  f a m i l y  h a d  v a n i s h e d  a s  q u i c k l y  a s  i t  h a d  a p p e a r e d ,  m o v i n g  a g a i n  
t o  c o n t i n u e  i t s  i t i n e r a n t  j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h  l i f e ,  a n d  s l o w l y  t h e  y o u n g e s t  
m e m b e r  o f  t h e  P i k e  f a m i l y  w a s  f o r g o t t e n .  
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